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 ?I am Italian in the world ?: A mobile ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚ ?Ɛstory of language learning and ideological becoming 
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*
 
School of Education, University of Leeds, Leeds, UK 
 
Abstract 
 
This article theorises the relationship between language and intercultural learning from a 
Bakhtinian dialogic perspective, based on the language learning story of Federica, a mobile 
student in UK higher education (HE). I first outline the context of UK HE and its 
internationalisation agenda, discussing how research in this field has conceptualised language, 
intercultural communication (IC), and international students in terms of a totalising boundary 
between self and other. I link this to current concerns in IC regarding the philosophical 
underpinnings of the field, specifically the aporia created as a result of the totalising self/other 
relation in prevailing IC discourse (MacDonald & K ?ZĞŐĂŶ, 2013). I then present a means of 
addressing this aporia through a Bakhtinian theorisation of the relationship between language 
and intercultural learning. This theorisation offers a relational perspective on the self and the 
other in which intercultural learning is a process of ideological becoming (Bakhtin, 1981) with 
the other, enacted in, with and through language ?ĂƐŝůůƵƐƚƌĂƚĞĚŝŶ&ĞĚĞƌŝĐĂ ?ƐƐƚŽƌǇŽĨlearning 
English. The article concludes with a call for language and communicative practices to be 
placed at the heart of HE internationalisation agendas and for HE practitioners to recognise 
shared responsibility for intercultural communication. 
 
Questo articolo teorizza la relazione tra lingua e apprendimento interculturale dalla 
perspettiva dialogica bachtiana, basato sulla storia di apprendimento di Federica, una 
studentessa universitaria transnazionale. In primis contestualizzo il percorso formativo 
universitario del Regno Unito e la sua internazionalizazione, spiegando come gli studi in questo 
settore possano concettualizzare la lingua, la comunicazione interculturale (IC) e il confine 
tra sé stessi e gli altri, in particolare degli studenti internazionali. Queste trovano spazio negli 
ultimi studi di IC in termini filosofici, specificatamente la aporia creata come risultato della 
relazione totalizzante sé stessi/altri nel suo discorso (MacDonald & K ?ZĞŐĂŶ, 2013). In seguito 
presento come indirizzare questa aporia attraverso la teorizzazione bachtiana  della relazione 
tra lingua e apprendimento interculturale. Questa teorizzazione offre una prospettiva 
relazionale del sé stessi e degli altri ŶĞůůĂƋƵĂůĞů ?ĂƉƉƌĞŶĚŝŵĞŶƚŽŝŶƚĞƌĐƵůƚƵƌĂůĞ ğƵŶƉƌŽĐĞƐƐŽ
di divenire ideologico (Bakhtin, 1981) con gli altri, attivato tra, con e nella lingua, come dalla 
ƐƚŽƌŝĂĚŝĂƉƉƌĞŶĚŝŵĞŶƚŽĚĞůůĂůŝŶŐƵĂŝŶŐůĞƐĞĚŝ&ĞĚĞƌŝĐĂ ?> ?ĂƌƚŝĐŽůŽƐŝĐonclude col discutere la 
necessità di posizionare la lingua e le pratiche comunicative al centro 
ĚĞůů ?ŝŶƚĞƌŶĂǌŝŽŶĂůŝǌǌĂǌŝŽŶĞĚĞůů ?ŝƐƚƌƵǌŝŽŶĞƵŶŝǀĞƌƐŝƚĂƌŝĂ ?ĂƵƐƉŝĐĂŶĚŽĐŚĞŝƉƌŽĨĞƐƐŝŽŶŝƐƚŝ ĚĞů
settore possano riconoscere una responsabilità condivisa sul tema della comunicazione 
interculturale. 
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Introduction 
 
This article presents the language learning experience of Federica, a mobile student in a UK HE 
ĐŽŶƚĞǆƚ ?ĚƌĂǁŝŶŐŽŶDŝŚŬĂŝůĂŬŚƚŝŶ ?Ɛ(1981) concept of ideological becoming to theorise the 
relationship between language and intercultural learning. I briefly outline the context of UK higher 
education and its internationalisation agenda, identifying how language has been conceptualised in 
this field as a barrier between self and other, then discussing the ways in which this conceptualisation 
is reflected in research in intercultural communication and international students. I then offer a 
ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶĂůƉĞƌƐƉĞĐƚŝǀĞŽŶƚŚĞƐĞůĨĂŶĚƚŚĞŽƚŚĞƌďĂƐĞĚŽŶĂŬŚƚŝŶ ?ƐĚŝĂůŽŐŝƐŵ ? illustrated by 
&ĞĚĞƌŝĐĂ ?ƐƐƚŽƌǇ. Through three constructs drawn from Bakhtin  ? ^ ĞĞŝŶŐƚŚƌŽƵŐŚƚŚĞŽƚŚĞƌ ?ƐĞǇĞƐ, 
Finding the other in herself, and Learning to live on the boundary - /ĚĞŵŽŶƐƚƌĂƚĞŚŽǁ&ĞĚĞƌŝĐĂ ?Ɛ 
language learning and intercultural learning were inextricably related in a process of ideological 
becoming with the other. In this process, language learning was fundamental to her developing 
intercultural identity and to her personal and social growth.  
A note on terminology: Throughout the article I use the general term  “international 
students ?, as employed in the higher education literature, to refer to students studying at 
universities outside their countries of origin. In the UK, however, the term  “international student ? 
refers only to students from outside the European Union  ? EU students are classified as  “home ? 
students for purposes of immigration and fees. Federica, being from Italy, would therefore be 
recognised as an international student in HE research terms, but not in UK administrative terms. I 
therefore use the term  “mobile student ? to refer to Federica specifically. While I fully acknowledge 
that this distinction is highly problematic and in need of exploration and critique, this is unfortunately 
outside the scope of this article.  
 
Context: Language and internationalisation in UK higher education 
 
Internationalisation has become increasingly important in higher education (HE) contexts across the 
world (International Association of Universities [IAU] 2005), and a considerable body of research has 
developed around the phenomenon and its processes (Knight, 2008; Robson, 2011). In HE strategy 
and policy, internationalisation is considered to be positive and beneficial in terms of increasing and 
enhancing the range of international activities within and between universities, such as international 
research collaboration and greater social and economic impact, and more international students and 
academic staff (Deem, Mok, & Lucas, 2008; Teichler, 2004). This has created a fruitful context for the 
study of intercultural communication, with an increasing body of research into the acculturation 
experiences of international students (e.g., Glass & Westmont, 2014; Spencer-Oatey & Stadler, 
2009).   
However, although language is the vehicle for intercultural communication, a substantial 
proportion of this research reflects a prevailing deficit discourse of language in English-medium HE 
contexts, in which multilingual and non-native English-speaking international students are viewed as 
problematic or deficient (Magyar & Robinson-Pant, 2011; Preece & Martin, 2009). This discourse is 
rooted within a technicist and assimilationist assumption that language  “problems ? can be easily 
repaired by English for Academic Purposes teachers and university language centres, who can help 
students to master the forms of the language so they can participate fully in their (chiefly academic) 
  
university lives (Turner, 2011). In UK and English-medium HE, therefore, consideration of language 
has tended to be underpinned by a philosophical assumption that language creates a barrier 
between self and other which needs to be erased in order for effective intercultural communication 
to take place. 
In this article I challenge this deficit and othering perspective of language, demonstrating 
how for one student, language learning was a site of fundamental and sustained engagement with an 
other and was inextricably bound to her intercultural growth. I now explore the ways in which the 
othering inherent in the deficit view of language in UK HE is reflected in prevailing ŶŽƚŝŽŶƐŽĨ ‘ĐƵůƚƵƌĞ ? 
in intercultural communication and in studies of the international student experience.  
 
Intercultural communication and international students: problematising  ?universal consciousness ? 
 
The widespread deficit discourse of language in UK HE reflects the problematics of the term 
 “internationalisation ?, which establishes a dichotomy in which the  “international ? or  “non-UK ? is 
always already positioned as other. Such a dichotomy can also be seen in the field of intercultural 
communication (henceforth IC), in which culture is often conceptualised as a barrier between the self 
and the other. This conceptualisation has led to the formulation of the concepts of adaptation and 
competence upon which intercultural training is founded (Ferri, 2014, p. 9, citing Moon, 2010; see 
also: Holliday, 2011; Phipps, 2013). Such training is based on the premise that awareness of the 
behavioural patterns associated with a (nationally- or geographically-bounded)  “culture ? minimises 
the stress, uncertainty, and miscommunication potential of intercultural encounters. These 
behavioural patterns are manifest in essentialist features such as high/low assertiveness and 
high/low responsiveness (Hall, 1995). With the acquisition of appropriate skills and competences, the 
ŝŶƚĞƌĐƵůƚƵƌĂůƐƉĞĂŬĞƌŵĂǇ ‘ŝŶƚĞƌĂĐƚĞĨĨĞĐƚŝǀĞůǇĂŶĚĂƉƉƌŽƉriately with members of difĨĞƌĞŶƚĐƵůƚƵƌĞƐ ?
(Wiseman, 2003, p. 192; see also Deardorff, 2006). Successful intercultural communication occurs 
when the intercultural speaker can identify and categorise the cultural other and achieve a clear and 
recognisable form of communication based upon this categorisation.  
However, the assumption of such cultural differences and their enactment through 
interaction, reifies and essentialises the other in communication, and fails to account for the broader 
political, historical, social and economic factors which shape the interactional context (Blommaert, 
1998; Piller, 2011). This reification, essentialisation and ahistoricism is mirrored in a large part of the 
body of research on international students, who, over the last thirty years, have often been studied 
ĨƌŽŵĞŝƚŚĞƌĂ ‘ĚĞĨŝĐŝƚ ?ŽƌĂ ‘ƐƵƌƉůƵƐ ?ŵŽĚĞů(see Chowdhury and Phan 2014 for a comprehensive 
review). In the deficit model, international (non-Western and non-native English-speaking) students 
have been stereotyped as passive, uncritical, reluctant to participate orally in class, and unwilling to 
engage with domestic students (Clark & Gieve, 2006; Gu & Maley, 2008). Students tend to be 
ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌŝƐĞĚĂƐĂ ‘ “ƌĞĚƵĐĞĚKƚŚĞƌ ?ĂŶĚ ?ŽƌĂƐa fixed and static homogenous ŐƌŽƵƉ ? ?ŚŽǁĚŚƵƌǇ& 
Phan, 2014, p. 10). In contrast, the surplus model characterises international students as valuable 
resources from which Western academia can learn (e.g., Marginson & Sawir, 2011; Zhou, Knoke, & 
Sakamoto, 2005). This approach moves closer to recognising the complex subjectivity of international 
students, but, in its tendency to place international students on a pedestal, becomes little more than 
another, albeit more acceptable, mode of stereotyping (Chowdhury & Phan, 2014). The surplus 
ŵŽĚĞůƌĞĨůĞĐƚƐ,ŽůůŝĚĂǇ ?Ɛ ? ? ? ? ? ?ĚĞƐĐƌŝƉƚŝŽŶŽĨŶĞŽ-essentialist intercultural research, which employs 
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the category of cultural difference to analyse the experience of international students and thereby 
reinforce the dichotomy between self and other, or home and international. Furthermore, the 
marketisation of HE has led to a correspondingly neoliberal conception of the international student, 
particularly prevalent in HE promotional materials. Like the communicative agents in IC research, 
international students are portrayed as asocial, autonomous consumer-agents, rationally choosing 
their future prospects from an open market (Sidhu & Ăůů ?ůďĂ, 2011). Such conceptions ignore the 
emotional, moral, relational, embodied aspects of the student experience and the socially- and 
historically-constructed nature of their motivations, desires, and identities (Chowdhury & Phan, 
2014). Although more critical and multilingual perspectives on the international student experience 
are emerging (see, for example: Sovic & Blythman, 2013; Fabricius & Preisler, 2015), international 
students remain broadly positioned as other  ? to domestic students, to native English speakers, and 
to  “Western ? educational traditions.  
This essentialisation and reification of the other in IC discourse, as reflected in aspects of the 
HE literature, has been addressed in a recent critique of the IC field, levelled by MacDonald and 
K ?ZĞŐĂŶ ? ? ? ? ? ? ?ĚĞǀĞůŽƉĞĚďǇ&Ğƌƌŝ ? ? ? ? ? ?ĂŶĚŝŵƉůŝĐŝƚĂŶĚƐƵƉƉŽƌƚĞĚ in the work of other IC and HE 
scholars (Holliday, 2011; Monceri, 2003, 2009; Phan, 2009; Phipps, 2013 ? ?DĂĐŽŶĂůĚĂŶĚK ?ZĞŐĂŶ
and Ferri identify that IC draws on a Kantian tradition of the autonomy of the individual in which 
self/other relationships are characteriseĚŝŶƚĞƌŵƐŽĨ ‘ƚŽůĞƌĂŶĐĞ ?ĂŶĚ ‘ĂĐĐĞƉƚĂŶĐĞ ?. This tradition is 
evident in ƚŚĞĂŝŵƐŽĨ/ ?ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚŽŽĚďǇDĂĐŽŶĂůĚĂŶĚK ?ZĞŐĂŶ(2013) ĂƐƐĞĞŬŝŶŐƚŽ ‘ƌĂŝƐĞ
awareness of the role of language in constituting national and supra-ŶĂƚŝŽŶĂůŝĚĞŶƚŝƚŝĞƐĂŶĚĐƵůƚƵƌĞƐ ? ? 
and ǁŚŝĐŚŝŶĐůƵĚĞƐ ‘ĞŶǀŝƐĂŐŝŶŐŵŽƌĞĐŽƐŵŽƉŽůŝƚĂŶƐƵďũĞĐƚƐǁŚŽƚƌĂǀĞƌƐĞƚŚĞƚƌĂŶƐŶĂƚŝŽŶĂůƚĞƌƌĂŝŶ
with openness towards, aŶĚƚŽůĞƌĂŶĐĞŽĨ ?ƚŚĞŽƚŚĞƌ ?(p. 1106, citing Starkey, 2007). In the IC and 
HE/international student literatures underpinned by this philosophical tradition, this goal may be 
expressed as  ‘ĂĚĞƐŝƌĞĨŽƌƚƌĂŶƐĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶŝŶƚŚĞŵŝŶĚŽƌĐŽŶƐĐŝŽƵƐŶĞƐƐŽĨƚŚĞŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂůƐƉĞĂŬĞƌ ? ?p. 
1006). Intercultural learning and communication are best facilitated within this transformation: the 
intercultural speaker is first able to recognise and tolerate difference from the other, and is 
ultimately able to embrace these differences aŶĚďĞĐŽŵĞ ‘ƚƌĂŶƐĐƵůƚƵƌĞĚ ? ?p. 1006). The concept of a 
transformed, expanded consciousness, and its logical conclusion, thĞŝĚĞĂƚŚĂƚ ‘ƚŚĞƉĞŽƉůĞŽĨƚŚĞ
ǁŽƌůĚĐĂŶĐŽŵŵƵŶŝĐĂƚĞ ?ŝŶ  ‘harmonious coexistence ? ?ƐĂŶƚĞ& Yoshitaka, 2008, p. 6), depend upon 
a conception of wholeness and the development of a more complete, universal consciousness in 
which difference is effaced: in the transformation of the consciousness of the intercultural speaker, 
the boundary between self and other collapses (MacDonald & K ?ZĞŐĂŶ, 2013, p. 1007).  This desire 
for oneness creates an aporia in IC, a logical contradiction within its underlying philosophical 
assumptions: 
 
the ontological impetus towards transculturalism in the form of an integrated human 
consciousness simultaneously implies closure, finitude and the resolution of difference within 
what is supposed to be an antinomic intercultural terrain. In other words, by presupposing 
 “oneness ?, IC discourse systematically effaces the premise of its own ontology  ? the 
irreducible relation to the other. Thus, by means of the passage of the many to the one, 
intercultural communication brings about its own dissolution. (2013, p. 1008) 
 
In prevailing perspectives in IC and HE research, then, the boundary between the self and the other is 
central and totalising: it is a problem to be overcome, a barrier to be effaced in order for 
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consciousness to be transformed. The aporia ĐŝƚĞĚďǇDĂĐŽŶĂůĚĂŶĚK ?ZĞŐĂŶis only possible within 
these totalising conditions. My aim in this paper is therefore to offer a means of addressing this 
aporia through a Bakhtinian theorisation of the relationship between language and intercultural 
learning. This theorisation offers a relational perspective on the self and the other which works the 
boundary in a dynamic process of intercultural growth. In this perspective, IC is not a constructed 
body of knowledge and understanding about the other, but a process of ideological becoming with 
the other, enacted in, through and with language.  
 
A Bakhtinian perspective: Dialogue, outsideness and ideological becoming 
 
Language, aƐ ‘ĂůŝǀŝŶŐ ?ƐŽĐŝŽ- ĚĞŽůŽŐŝĐĂůĐŽŶĐƌĞƚĞƚŚŝŶŐ ? (Bakhtin, 1981, p. 293), was central to 
ĂŬŚƚŝŶ ?ƐǁŽƌŬ. For Bakhtin, all human action, ethics, existence and knowledge are fundamentally 
linguistic. This does not simply mean that these are expressed in language; rather, they are 
determined by the concrete existence of language as communication in dialogue, which is manifest 
in the dialogic utterance (Holquist, 2002; Matsuo, 2015). The utterance is the specific response to a 
specific moment, always responding to something and always anticipating a reply, and therefore 
always in dialogue with other utterances. The utterance is produced by a concrete addresser and 
oriented towards a concrete addressee. It is located in a particular time and space, yet seeks to 
locate itself within the social relationships of its particƵůĂƌĐŽŶƚĞǆƚ ? ‘ĞĂĐŚǁŽƌĚƚĂƐƚĞƐŽĨƚŚĞĐŽŶƚĞǆƚ
ĂŶĚĐŽŶƚĞǆƚƐŝŶǁŚŝĐŚŝƚŚĂƐůŝǀĞĚŝƚƐƐŽĐŝĂůůǇĐŚĂƌŐĞĚůŝĨĞ ? (Bakhtin, 1981, p. 293) ?ǁĞĂǀŝŶŐ ‘ŝŶĂŶĚŽƵƚ
ŽĨĐŽŵƉůĞǆŝŶƚĞƌƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉƐ ? (p.  ? ? ? ?ĂŶĚ ‘ƉŽƉƵůĂƚĞĚ ? overpopulated  ? with the intentions of 
others  ?(p. 294). ŽŶƐĞƋƵĞŶƚůǇ ?ƚŚĞǁŽƌĚŝŶůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞŝƐĂůǁĂǇƐ ‘ŚĂůĨƐŽŵĞŽŶĞĞůƐĞ ?Ɛ ? ?ƚŚĞ ‘ůŝǀŝŶŐ
ůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞ ?ůŝĞƐŽŶƚŚĞ ‘ďŽƌĚĞƌůŝŶĞ ?ďĞƚǁĞĞŶƐĞůĨĂŶĚŽƚŚĞƌ ?p. 272), and so authorship of an utterance 
is always shared between self and other: it is through the othĞƌƚŚĂƚ ‘my thought becomes actual 
thougŚƚĨŽƌƚŚĞĨŝƌƐƚƚŝŵĞ ? (Bakhtin, 1986, p. 94).  
In the utterance, therefore, the dialogic relation between self and other is realised. Self and 
other are always dependent on each other, coming together in the utterance through the 
 ‘ƐŝŵƵůƚĂŶĞŽƵƐƵŶŝƚǇŽĨĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶĐĞƐ ?ƚŚĂƚƚŚĞƵƚƚĞƌĂŶĐĞ expresses (Holquist, 2002, p. 36). This relation 
is not deferred until the attainment of a transformed, unified consciousness; it is immanent and 
material, located in the lived, interpersonal moment of the utterance. Dialogism therefore 
 ‘ŝŶƚĞŐƌĂƚĞƐůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞ ?ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝĐĂƚŝŽŶĂŶĚĞƚŚŝĐƐ ? ?DĂƚƐƵŽ, 2015, p. 7). This also means that language 
is always ideological: ƚŚĞƵƚƚĞƌĂŶĐĞƌĞƉƌĞƐĞŶƚƐ ‘ĂƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌǁĂǇŽĨǀŝĞǁŝŶŐƚŚĞǁŽƌůĚ ?ŽŶĞƚŚĂƚƐtrives 
for soĐŝĂůƐŝŐŶŝĮĐĂŶĐĞ ? ?ĂŬŚƚŝŶ, 1981, p. 333), and any speaker is automatically an ideolog (Tappan, 
2005).   
In the dialogic self, then, the I cannot exist without the other: 
 
I am conscious of myself and become myself only while revealing myself for another, through 
ĂŶŽƚŚĞƌ ?ĂŶĚǁŝƚŚƚŚĞŚĞůƉŽĨĂŶŽƚŚĞƌ ? ?dŽďĞŵĞĂŶƐƚŽďĞĨŽƌĂŶŽƚŚĞƌ ?ĂŶĚƚŚƌŽƵŐŚƚŚĞ
other, for oneself. A person has no internal sovereign territory, he [sic] is always and wholly 
on the boundary; looking inside himself, he looks into the eyes of another or with the eyes of 
another ? ?/ĐĂŶŶŽƚďĞĐŽŵĞŵǇƐĞůĨǁŝƚŚŽƵƚĂŶŽƚŚĞƌ ?/ŵƵƐƚĨŝŶĚŵǇƐĞůĨŝŶĂŶŽƚŚĞƌďǇĨŝŶĚŝŶŐ
another in myself (in mutual reflection and mutual acceptance). (Bakhtin, 1984b, p. 287, 
original italics) 
 
  
The boundary is a particularly important concept in Bakhtinian thought. Just as the utterance is 
always a two-sided act, ĐŽŵŝŶŐŝŶƚŽďĞŝŶŐƚŚƌŽƵŐŚĂ ‘ƐŝŵƵůƚĂŶĞŽƵƐƵŶŝƚǇŽĨĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶĐĞƐ ? ?people, 
cultures and territories too come into existence only on their boundaries. And yet, the boundaries 
make them distinctive, and interlocutors must remain distinctive in order for meaningful dialogue to 
be possible. Each participant in the dialogue must find the other in themselves (Bakhtin, 1984, p. 
287), but must also maintain their unique self and remain different from each other. For Bakhtin, we 
ĂƌĞĞŶƚŝƌĞůǇƌĞůŝĂŶƚŽŶƚŚĞŽƚŚĞƌ ?ƐƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶŽƵƚƐŝĚĞƵƐ ?ĂƐŽŶůǇŝŶǁŚĂƚƚŚĞŽƚŚĞƌƌĞĨůĞĐƚƐďĂĐŬ  to us 
can we see ourselves (Bakhtin, 1990, p. 15). This outsideness (Bakhtin, 1986) is a fundamental 
element of the creative understanding which, in a critique that resounds into MacDonald and 
K ?ZĞŐĂŶ ?ƐĂƉŽƌŝĂ ?ĂŬŚƚŝŶĐŝƚĞƐĂƐƚŚĞĂŝŵŽĨŝŶƚĞƌĐƵůƚƵƌĂůĐŽŵŵƵŶŝĐĂƚŝŽŶ. For Bakhtin, intercultural 
understanding involves working the self/other boundary by simultaneously entering and remaining 
ŽƵƚƐŝĚĞĂŶŽƚŚĞƌĐƵůƚƵƌĞ ?ĨŽƌ ‘ŽŶĞĐĂŶŶŽƚĞǀĞŶƌĞĂůůǇƐĞĞŽŶĞ ?ƐŽǁŶĞǆƚĞƌŝŽƌĂŶĚĐŽŵƉƌĞŚĞŶĚŝƚĂƐĂ
whole ... our real exterior can be seen and understood only by other people, because they are 
located outside us in space and because they are others ? ? ? ? ? ? ?p. 7). If outsideness is maintained, 
perspectives are broadened, for neither participant has the right to articulate final meaning:  ‘ĞĂĐŚ
retains its own unity and open totality, buƚƚŚĞǇĂƌĞŵƵƚƵĂůůǇĞŶƌŝĐŚĞĚ ? ?p. 7). Outsideness is 
inhabiting the border, where there is no unified relation to the external world which constitutes the 
self; the self is conceptualised through the ideological and discursive phenomena which shape it in an 
ongoing historical process, and is thus continuous, fluid, unfinalised, constantly  “becoming ?. There is 
no point at which we are complete, at which we have seen a finite number of perspectives on 
ourselves. There is therefore no ontological certainty or closure; no-ŽŶĞĐĂŶŬŶŽǁĨŽƌƵƐ ?ĂŶĚ ‘ƚŚĞƌĞ
ŝƐŶŽĂůŝďŝĨŽƌďĞŝŶŐ ? ?Bakhtin, 1993, p. 40). We can only exist dialogically - and this interdependency 
implies responsibility for ourselves and for others.  
As this dialogical existence is enacted at the level of the utterance, language is fundamental 
to human life, as Bakhtin points out: 
 
/ůŝǀĞŝŶĂǁŽƌůĚŽĨŽƚŚĞƌƐ ?ǁŽƌĚƐ ?ŶĚŵǇĞŶƚŝƌĞůŝĨĞŝƐĂŶŽƌŝĞŶƚĂƚŝŽŶŝŶƚŚŝƐǁŽƌůĚ ?ĂƌĞĂĐƚŝŽŶ
ƚŽŽƚŚĞƌƐ ?ǁŽƌĚƐ ?dŚĞŽƚŚĞƌ ?ƐǁŽƌĚƐĞƚƐĨŽƌĂƉĞƌƐŽn the special task of understanding this 
word. (1986, p. 143) 
 
This  “special task of understanding ? is reflected particularly clearly in the process of language 
learning. Language learners emerge and exist on the boundary between languages and cultures, 
trying to understand and orientate towards the words of others in order to gain enhanced 
interpersonal and intercultural understanding. To then make those words their own  ? to take them 
ĨƌŽŵ ‘ŽƚŚĞƌƉĞŽƉůĞ ?ƐŵŽƵƚŚƐ ?- ŝƐĂ ‘ĚŝĨĨŝĐƵůƚĂŶĚĐŽŵƉůŝĐĂƚĞĚ ? ?1986, p. 143) learning process, but one 
that, for Bakhtin, is elemental to human development:  ‘ƚŚĞŝĚĞŽůŽŐŝĐĂůďĞĐŽŵŝŶŐŽĨĂŚƵŵĂŶďĞŝŶŐ ?
is the process of selectively assimilating the words of others  ? (1981, p. 341). The process of 
ideological becoming represents the process of the self and the other finding themselves in each 
other and working towards creative understanding, a process which takes place through language, 
ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚƚŚĞƐĞůĞĐƚŝǀĞĂƐƐŝŵŝůĂƚŝŽŶŽĨŽƚŚĞƌƐ ?ǁŽƌĚƐ ? Ideological becoming is a process of learning to 
be in the world, of maturation and development in a shared story of persons-in-relation. I will now 
demonstrate how this process unfolded for a mobile student, Federica.  
 
  
Methodology 
 
Design and participants 
 
The data presented below comes from a study of the English-language learning motivation of six 
mobile students (Harvey, 2014). Federica was one of these participants, three men and three women 
aged 19-28, from different countries and at different stages of tertiary education in a major city in 
northern UK. dŚƌĞĞƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƐƌĞƐƉŽŶĚĞĚƚŽĂŶĂĚǀĞƌƚŝƐĞŵĞŶƚ/ŚĂĚƉůĂĐĞĚŽŶŵǇŝŶƐƚŝƚƵƚŝŽŶ ?Ɛ
research recruitment pages; the other three were personally known to me, including Federica, who 
had been a colleague on a Masters programme. The study sprang from a concern to account for 
learner voice in language learning motivation, both conceptually and methodologically, and so 
narrative was chosen as the methodological paradigm. In its concern with locatedness and co-
construction of knowledge beƚǁĞĞŶƐƉĞĂŬĞƌĂŶĚůŝƐƚĞŶĞƌ ?ƚŚŝƐƉĂƌĂĚŝŐŵƌĞƐŽŶĂƚĞĚǁŝƚŚĂŬŚƚŝŶ ?Ɛ
ƉŚŝůŽƐŽƉŚǇ ? ‘ǁĞŬŶŽǁŽƌĚŝƐĐŽǀĞƌŽƵƌƐĞůǀĞƐ ?ĂŶĚƌĞǀĞĂůŽƵƌƐĞůǀĞƐƚŽŽƚŚĞƌƐ ?ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚƚŚĞƐƚŽƌŝĞƐǁĞ
ƚĞůů ? ?>ŝĞďůŝĐŚ ?dƵǀĂů-Masiach, & Zilber, 1998, p. 7). This shared discovery and revelation can be 
understood as part of the process of ideological becoming; stories, as Daiute (2011, p. 330) describes 
them, are a means of making sense of the world and how we fit into it. The basic research design was 
a series of four interviews with each participant. These were carried out over approximately fifteen 
months (from May 2011 to September 2012), in order to facilitate in-depth engagement and 
ƌĞĨůĞĐƚŝŽŶŽǀĞƌƚŚĞƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƐ ?ƉĞƌŝŽĚƐŽĨƐƚƵĚǇ ?/ŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁƐƚŽŽŬƉůĂĐĞŝŶĨŽƵƌƌŽƵŶĚƐ ?ǁŝƚŚĞĂĐŚ
participant being interviewed once in each round for around two hours, making a total of twenty-
four interviews and around forty-eight hours of data. My rationale for interviewing in rounds was 
that following each interview I would analyse the data from that interview, and from this construct 
the questions for the next round. 
 
Data generation and analysis 
 
dŚĞĨŝƌƐƚŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁĞůŝĐŝƚĞĚƚŚĞƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƐ ?ŶŐůŝƐŚ-learning and using experiences in roughly 
chronological order, giving an outline of their English-learning lives to that point. 
ƌĂǁŝŶŐŽŶĂŬŚƚŝŶ ?ƐǁƌŝƚŝŶŐƐŽŶƚŚĞƉŽůǇƉŚŽŶŝĐŶŽǀĞů ?/ĂĚŽƉƚĞĚƚŚĞĐŽŶĐĞƉƚŽĨƚĂůŬŝŶŐwith, rather 
than talking to, participants, with the aim of facilitating a dialogical analysis which would avoid giving 
ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƐ ‘ƐĞĐŽŶĚŚĂŶĚ ĂŶĚĨŝŶĂůŝƐŝŶŐĚĞĨŝŶŝƚŝŽŶƐ ?ĂŶĚŝŶƐƚĞĂĚ ‘ƌĞ-create them in their authentic 
ƵŶĨŝŶĂůŝƐĂďŝůŝƚǇ ? ?ĂŬŚƚŝŶ, 1984a: 68). In practice, this meant developing a co-theorising approach in 
which I analysed each interview for recurring themes, then wrote these themes up in explanatory 
paragraphs for each individual participant, supplying them with their supporting data on a separate 
ĚŽĐƵŵĞŶƚ ?&ŽƌƚŚĞƐĞĐŽŶĚŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁ ?/ĂƐŬĞĚĨŽƌƚŚĞƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƐ ?ƌĞƐƉŽŶƐĞƐƚŽŵǇƉĂƌĂŐƌĂƉŚ-themes, 
which elicited very rich and reflective data. After the second round of interviews, I analysed all the 
interviews across all the participants for common themes, wrote these themes up in explanatory 
paragraphs (which this time included supporting data), and sent all of them this document as the 
basis for the third interview. Engaging with aspects of what the other participants had said was very 
interesting for them, and again led to rich and reflective data. After the third round of interviews I 
ĐƌĞĂƚĞĚĞĂĐŚƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚ ?ƐŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂůůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞůĞarning story based on the data from all the 
interviews, and sent each participant their story, as we had constructed it together, as the basis for 
  
the final interview. The final interviews consisted of further reflective responses to the stories, as 
well as requests and suggestions for corrections, additions and omissions. See Harvey (2015a) for an 
in-depth discussion of this methodology. 
 ůůƚŚĞƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƐ ?ƐƚŽƌŝĞƐĨŽƌĞŐƌŽƵŶĚĞĚĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚĂƐƉĞĐƚƐŽĨƚŚĞŝƌůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐ
motivation and ideological becoming. I here present Federica ?ƐƐƚŽƌǇĂƐĂƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌĞǆĂŵƉůĞŽĨƚŚĞ
ways in which the concept of ideological becoming can illuminate the relationship between language 
learning and intercultural learning.    
 
 ?I am Italian in the world ? ?&ĞĚĞƌŝĐĂ ?ƐƐƚŽƌǇ 
 
ĂƌůǇůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐ ?^ ĞĞŝŶŐƚŚƌŽƵŐŚƚŚĞŽƚŚĞƌ ?ƐĞǇĞƐ 
 
Federica was born in Italy in 1982. At the time of the research she was studying for a PhD in 
Linguistics and had lived in the UK for around three years. She started learning English when she was 
six, in compulsory lessons. From the first, she was very attracted to English, particularly loving the 
unfamiliar /th/ sound, and she excelled at English in her classes. She was also attracted to the UK, 
initially by pictures her teacher would bring into school, of squirrels and green urban spaces, and 
latterly by a perception she and her peers had of a country with functioning infrastructure, 
institutions and social systems, as opposed to Italy, which she felt was  “just a mess ?. The UK and 
English therefore represented a cultural  “other ? in their perceived difference from Italy and her own 
experience.  
&ĞĚĞƌŝĐĂ ?ƐĨŝƌƐƚĂǁĂƌĞŶĞss of the inadequacy of language as forms alone came at the age of 
12 or 13, when a pen pal exchange with English students was organised for her middle school class. 
ĞĐĂƵƐĞƚŚĞƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ?ŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞŽĨŶŐůŝƐŚǁĂƐƐŽůŝŵŝƚĞĚ ?ĂŶĚďĞĐĂƵƐĞƚŚĞ classes were very form-
focused, the pen pals ran out of things to say to each other and the project ran aground. She liked it 
because  “it was an opportunity to learn ?/ƐŽƌƚŽĨĚŝƐĐŽǀĞƌĞĚĂĐƚƵĂůůǇƚŚĞƌĞĂůǁŽƌůĚŽƵƚƐŝĚĞ/ƚĂůǇand 
outside learning a language ?, but the experience now seems  “quite limited in terms of what a person 
can really learn and even in terms of a personal experience ?. In these early language learning 
ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ ?&ĞĚĞƌŝĐĂŝƐǀŝĞǁŝŶŐŶŐůŝƐŚĂŶĚƚŚĞǁŽƌůĚ ?ŝŶĂǀĞƌǇůŝŵŝƚĞĚǁĂǇ ?ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚƚŚĞŽƚŚĞƌ ?Ɛ
eyes  ? through the pictures of the world presented to her in English lessons, and to a small extent, 
through her pen pal. While seeing the world through ƚŚĞĞǇĞƐŽĨƚŚĞĨŽƌĞŝŐŶĐƵůƚƵƌĞǁĂƐ ‘ĂŶĞĐĞƐƐĂƌǇ
ƉĂƌƚŽĨƚŚĞƉƌŽĐĞƐƐŽĨƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚŝŶŐŝƚ ? ?ƚŚŝƐǁĂƐƚŚĞŽŶůǇĞůĞŵĞŶƚŽĨƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚŝŶŐĨŽƌ&ĞĚĞƌŝĐĂ ?ĂŶĚ
ǁĂƐƚŚĞƌĞĨŽƌĞ ‘ŵĞƌĞůǇĚƵƉůŝĐĂƚŝŽŶ ? ?ǁŝƚŚŽƵƚ ‘ĂŶǇƚŚŝŶŐŶĞǁŽƌĞŶƌŝĐŚŝŶŐ ? ?Ăkhtin, 1986, p. 7). 
Nonetheless, Federica continued to be very successful in English, and went on to study 
English and Spanish at university in Napoli. In 2004, during her time at university, she visited London 
for three weeks with an Italian friend. Although she had previously been to the UK when she was 
fifteen, this second visit really marked her first immersion in an English-language context, and 
represented an important stage in her learning: 
 
ǁŚĞŶǇŽƵ ?ƌĞŝŶ/ƚĂůǇĂŶĚǇŽƵůĞĂƌŶĂĨŽƌĞŝŐŶůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞǇŽƵƚŚŝŶŬŝƚ ?ƐĂŬŝŶĚŽĨĂŐĂŵĞǇŽƵĚŽŶ ?ƚ
ƚŚŝŶŬƚŚĂƚĞǀĞƌǇƚŚŝŶŐƚŚĂƚŚĂƉƉĞŶƐƚŽǇŽƵŚĂƉƉĞŶƐƚŽĂŶŽƚŚĞƌƉĞƌƐŽŶŝŶŶŐůŝƐŚ ?ƐŽŝƚ ?ƐĂ
ŐĂŵĞŝƚƐĞĞŵƐĨŝĐƚŝŽŶĂů ?/ƌĞĂůůǇƚŚŝŶŬƚŚĂƚƚŚŝƐĨŝĐƚŝŽŶƌĞĂůŝƚǇƚŚŝŶŐ ?ƚŚĞƌĞŝƐĂďƌŝĚŐĞĂŶd you 
have to walk that bridge   
  
 
FeĚĞƌŝĐĂ ?ƐŵĞƚĂƉŚŽƌƐŽĨ “fiction/reality ? and the  “bridge ? occur frequently in her story. The 
 “fictional ? nature of English when she was learning in Italy represents its otherness, its 
separation from herself by a clear boundary. She illustrates this thus:  
 
in Italy you learn a language so you could say ǇĞĂŚ/ƐƉĞĂŬŶŐůŝƐŚďĞĐĂƵƐĞ/ ?ǀĞďĞĞŶƐƚƵĚǇŝŶŐ
ĨŽƌƐŽůŽŶŐ ?ĂŶĚƚŚĞŶǁŚen you come here [to the UK] ǇŽƵƐĞĞƚŚĂƚǇŽƵĚŽŶ ?ƚŬŶŽǁanything 
about English  ?ǇŽƵŬŶŽǁƚŚĞŐƌĂŵŵĂƌďƵƚǇŽƵĚŽŶ ?ƚƌĞĂůůǇŬŶŽǁĂŶǇƚŚŝŶŐ ?ƐŽƚŚŝƐ
challenge this self-discovering and this discovering of what the language can really mean 
 
In the language becoming real, the other inherent in the production and understanding of 
her utterances became concrete and explicit. She became aware that the language lived in 
ŝƚƐƐƉĞĂŬĞƌƐ ?ƚŚĂƚŶŐůŝƐŚƵƚƚĞƌĂŶĐĞƐ ?ŚĞƌŽǁŶĂŶĚŽƚŚĞƌƐ ? ?ƌĞƉƌĞƐĞŶƚĞĚ ‘ƐƉĞĐŝĨŝĐƉŽŝŶƚƐŽĨ
ǀŝĞǁŽŶƚŚĞǁŽƌůĚ ?ĂŶĚǁĞƌĞ ‘ŝŶƚĞƌƌĞůĂƚĞĚĚŝĂůŽŐŝĐĂůůǇ ? ?ĐŽ-ĞǆŝƐƚŝŶŐ ‘ŝŶƚŚĞĐŽŶƐĐŝŽƵƐŶĞƐƐŽĨ
ƌĞĂůƉĞŽƉůĞ ?ĂŶĚ ‘ůŝǀŝŶŐĂƌĞĂůůŝĨĞ ? ?Bakhtin, 1981, pp. 291-292).  
 
Visiting the UK: Finding the other in herself 
 
This growing awareness ĚĞŵŽŶƐƚƌĂƚĞƐ&ĞĚĞƌŝĐĂ ?ƐŐƌŽǁŝŶŐĂǁĂƌĞŶĞƐƐŽĨƚŚĞďŽƵŶĚĂƌǇĂŶĚ
the possibility of moving along it or inhabiting it, represented by the  “bridge ?. From her 
vantage point on the bridge, she began to gain some outsideness on her English speaking in 
Italy: she was able to see how other English was to her in Italy. Understanding the language 
as  “real ?, as meaningful to others, was an important step in English becoming real and 
meaningful to Federica herself. She exemplifies thus:  
 
ŝŶ/ƚĂůǇǇŽƵƚŚŝŶŬƚŚĂƚǁŚĞŶƐŽŵĞďŽĚǇ ?ƐĂƐŬŝŶŐǇŽƵĂƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶŝŶŶŐůŝƐŚǇŽƵũƵƐƚŚĂǀĞƚŽƐĂǇ
ǇĞƐŽƌŶŽ ?ďƵƚƚŚĞn when you come here you realise that yes or no could actually prevent to 
have social communication with somebody or miscommunication because you realise that 
ŚĞƌĞƚŚĞǇƐĂǇǇĞƐƉůĞĂƐĞĂŶĚŶŽƚŚĂŶŬƐ ? ?ŝŶ/ƚĂůǇ ?ŝƚ ?ƐŬŝŶĚŽĨůŝŬĞƚŚĞƌĞĂůĐŽŵŵƵŶŝĐĂƚŝŽŶ
ĚŽĞƐŶ ?ƚŚĂƉƉĞŶ ? ƚŚŝƐ ŝƐǁŚǇ/ ?ŵƚĂůŬŝŶŐŽĨĚŝƐĐŽǀĞƌŝŶŐ ?ĂŶĚŵŽƚŝǀĂƚŝŽŶŽĨƌĞĂůůǇůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐŚŽǁ
ŽƚŚĞƌƉĞŽƉůĞƉĞƌĐĞŝǀĞǁŚĂƚǇŽƵƐĂǇ ?ĂŶĚǇŽƵĚŽŶ ?ƚŚĂǀĞĨĞĞĚďĂĐŬŝŶƚĞƌŵƐŽĨǇŽƵƌƐĞůĨĂƐ
ǁĞůů ?ŶŽǁ/ĂŵĂŶ/ƚĂůŝĂŶǁŚŽƐƉĞĂŬƐŶŐůŝƐŚŝŶƚŚĞh<ǁŚŝĐŚǁĂƐǀĞƌǇĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚ  
 
In taking her steps on the bridge, she began to understand her own role and responsibility in 
communication. By understanding how the language was embodied in others - by its becoming  “real ? 
 ? she was becoming aware of how others might respond to what she said, and began to take into 
ĂĐĐŽƵŶƚ ‘ƉŽƐƐŝďůĞƌĞƐƉŽŶƐŝǀĞƌĞĂĐƚŝŽŶƐ ?(Bakhtin, 1986, p. 94) in the construction of her utterances. 
^ŚĞŐĂŝŶĞĚ ‘ĨĞĞĚďĂĐŬŝŶƚĞƌŵƐŽĨ ?ŚĞƌ ?ƐĞůĨ ? ?ƌĞĂůŝƐŝŶŐ ƚŚĂƚƐŚĞǁĂƐƌĞůŝĂŶƚŽŶƚŚĞŽƚŚĞƌ ?ƐƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶ
outside her, and that she could only see herself in what the other reflected back to her. IŶ ‘ůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐ
ŚŽǁŽƚŚĞƌƉĞŽƉůĞƌĞĂůůǇƉĞƌĐĞŝǀĞǁŚĂƚǇŽƵƐĂǇ ? ?ƐŚĞďĞŐĂŶƚŽ ‘ƚĂŬĞŝŶƚŽĂĐĐŽƵŶƚƚŚĞǀĂůƵĞŽĨ ?ŚĞƌ ?
outward appearance from the standpoint of the possible impression it may produce on tŚĞŽƚŚĞƌ ?
(Bakhtin, 1990, p. 15). The conscious awareness of the other when constructing her utterances 
represents her beginning to find the other in herself and  “selectively assimilate ? the words of others, 
  
as part of her process of ideological becoming. Federica was aware of this as a process of growth and 
development:  
 
& ?/ƚŚŝŶŬƚŚĂƚďƌŝĚŐĞ ?ďĞƚǁĞĞŶĨŝĐƚŝŽŶĂŶĚƌĞĂůŝƚǇ ?ŝƐƚŚĞŵŽƚŝǀĂƚŝŽŶ ?ďƵƚǇŽƵĚŽŶ ?ƚƌĞĂůŝƐĞ
that there is a bridge and that you have to walk that bridge until you analyse the maturation 
process you have gone through 
  
> ?ŽŬĂǇƐŽƚŚĞƚŚŝŶŐƚŚĂƚ ?ƐũŽŝŶŝŶŐĨŝĐƚŝŽŶĂŶĚƌĞĂůŝƚǇŝƐƚŚĞůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐ 
  
& ?ǇĞĂŚ ?ĂďƐŽůƵƚĞůǇ ?ƚŚĞŽŶůǇƚŽŽůƚŽĐŽŶŶĞĐƚƚŚĞƐĞƚǁŽǁŽƌůĚƐ ƚŚĞƐĞƚǁŽŽƉƉŽƐŝƚĞǁŽrlds is 
ũƵƐƚǇŽƵ ? ŝƚ ?ƐŶŽƚŚŝŶŐĞůƐĞ ? ?ƚĞĂĐŚĞƌƐ ?ŚĂǀĞƚo make sure that [students] have basic 
ŐƌĂŵŵĂƌ ?ďƵƚƚŚĞŶƚŚĞƌĞ ?ƐŵŽƌĞƚŚĂŶŐƌĂŵŵĂƌ ?ĂŶĚƚŚŝƐŝƐĂĐƚƵĂůůǇƚŚĞĐŽŵŵƵŶŝĐĂƚŝŽŶĂĐƚ
ƚŚĂƚǇŽƵŚĂǀĞƚŽŵĂŬĞǁŚĞŶǇŽƵŐŽĂďƌŽĂĚ ?ƐŽƚŚĂƚ ŝƐƚŚĞďƌŝĚŐĞǇŽƵŚĂǀĞƚŽǁĂůŬ 
 
Here, Federica characterised herself as the boundary, as  “the only tool to connect these two worlds ?, 
a connection which took place through her  “communication act ?. This represents the intercultural 
insight which developed through her language learning; she was not simply learning the language in 
terms of its forms, as she was in Italy, but engaging in intercultural communication, learning to 
inhabit border territory. 
For Federica, seeing herself through what the other reflected back to her was 
uncomfortable; she became aware of the limitations of her form-focused English learning in Italy. 
This awareness was reinforced when she spent six months as an ERASMUS student in Scotland in 
2006-7, where she realised that she was responsible for learning to listen as well as to speak: 
 
this is a motivation to learn how to listen to others and to perceive the outside because ... 
ǇŽƵ ?ƌĞŶŽƚŶĞĐĞƐƐĂƌŝůǇŝŶǀŽůǀĞĚŝŶƐƉĞĂŬŝŶŐďƵƚǇŽƵĂƌĞŝŶǀŽůǀĞĚŝŶůŝƐƚĞŶŝŶŐĂŶĚ
understanding and so put yourself in the situation of being in a ƉůĂĐĞ ?ŝŵĂŐŝŶĞĂƐŝƚƵĂƚŝŽŶ
where they are all Scottish and they all speak in very strict Scottish accent ?ǇŽƵĐĂŶĞŝƚŚĞƌ 
ƉƵƐŚǇŽƵƌƐĞůĨĂŶĚƚƌǇƚŽƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚĂďŝƚŽĨǁŚĂƚƚŚĞǇ ?ƌĞƐĂǇŝŶŐ ?ŽƌũƵƐƚ ůĞĂǀĞƚŚĞƉůĂĐĞ ?/
mean there is no other choice you cannot sĂǇŽŬĂǇ ?ǇŽƵƐƚŽƉĂŶĚŶŽǁǇŽƵƚĂůŬƚŚĞǁĂǇ/
ƐƉĞĂŬƐŽƚŚĂƚ/ĐĂŶƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚ ?ǇŽƵĂƌĞŝŶƚŚĞƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶƚŚĂƚǇŽƵŚĂǀĞƚŽĚŽƐŽmething you 
have to make sense 
 
Federica ǁĂƐůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐƚŚĂƚƐŚĞůŝǀĞĚ ‘ŝŶĂǁŽƌůĚŽĨŽƚŚĞƌƐ ?ǁŽƌĚƐ ? ? ĂŶĚƚŚĂƚƚŚĞŽƚŚĞƌ ?ƐǁŽƌĚƐĞƚŚĞƌ
 ‘ƚŚĞƐƉĞĐŝĂůƚĂƐŬŽĨƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚŝŶŐƚŚŝƐǁŽƌĚ ? ?ĂŬŚƚŝŶ, 1986, p. 143). She knew that she was  “involved 
in listening and understanding ? and that she had to learn to listen as well as to speak. But learning to 
speak did not mean learning to speak just like the other: 
 
ŝƚĚŽĞƐŶ ?ƚŵĞĂŶƚŚĂƚ ĂĨƚĞƌĨŽƵƌǇĞĂƌƐǇŽƵŚĂǀĞƚŽƚĂůŬůŝŬĞƚŚĞŵ ?ƐŽůŝŬĞǁŚĞŶƚŚĞǇƐĂǇĂŚǇŽƵ
ŚĂǀĞĂŶ/ƚĂůŝĂŶĂĐĐĞŶƚ ?ŝƐĂůƌŝŐŚƚĐĂŶǇŽƵƵŶĚerstand me?  ?ĂŶĚŝƚ ?ƐĂǀŽŝĐĞŵǇƐĞůĨĂƐǁĞůů ?
you can say there are different voices in the Scottish voice the Australian the US the England 
ŬŝŶĚŽĨǁĂǇŽĨƐƉĞĂŬŝŶŐŶŐůŝƐŚ ?ďƵƚƚŚĞŶƚŚĞƌĞŝƐĂůƐŽŵǇǁĂǇŽĨƐƉĞĂŬŝŶŐŶŐůŝƐŚ 
 
Federica was learning to inhabit the border, becoming, in her words,  “an Italian speaker of English ?. 
And just as she had to learn to listen to others, she understood that others needed to learn to listen 
  
to her, asking the rhetorical question  “is alright can you understand me? ? ? Learning to inflect her 
English words with her Italian voice was part of hĞƌ ‘ƐĞůĞĐƚŝǀĞĂƐƐŝŵŝůĂƚŝŽŶ ?ŽĨŽƚŚĞƌƐ ?ǁŽƌĚƐ, part of 
her process of ideological becoming. /ŶŶĂǀŝŐĂƚŝŶŐƚŚĞ ‘ƚĂƐŬŽĨƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚŝŶŐ ? ?ƐŚĞďĞĐĂŵĞĐŚĂŶŐĞĚ, 
ĚĞǀĞůŽƉŝŶŐŝŶ ‘ŶĞǁĂŶĚĞŶƌŝĐŚŝŶŐ ?ǁĂǇƐ ?ĂŬŚƚŝŶ, 1986, pp. 6-7) through the viewpoint of the other.  
 
Living in the UK: Learning to live on the boundary 
 
Federica took an MA in Linguistics in Bologna in 2008, then moved to England in 2009 to embark 
upon her PhD. By now highly linguistically proficient in English, &ĞĚĞƌŝĐĂ ?ƐŝŶƚĞƌĐƵůƚƵƌĂůůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐ
continued through the development of her voice as an Italian speaker of English, through becoming 
aware of her concomitant responsibility for the communication acts she performed in that voice, and 
becoming aware of the complex implications for her relationships. The following incident, which 
occurred at a regular film night Federica and her colleagues held at their university, is particularly 
illustrative of this learning: 
 
I was watching a movie and at some point this friend of mine was laughing and then I said 
 ‘ďƵƚǁŚǇĂƌĞǇŽƵůĂƵŐŚŝŶŐ ?/ŵĞĂŶ ?ǇŽƵĐŽŶƚƌŝďƵƚŝŶŐŝŶĚĞĐŝĚŝŶŐƚŚĞŵŽǀŝĞ ?ĂŶĚ/ĚŽŶ ?ƚƚŚŝŶŬ
ƚŚĞƌĞŝƐĂŶǇƚŚŝŶŐƚŽůĂƵŐŚĂƉĂƌƚŝĨǇŽƵǁĂŶƚƚŽŵŽĐŬŝƚƚŽŵĂŬĞĨƵŶŽĨŝƚ ?ƐŽ/ƐĂŝĚĂƐĞŶƚĞŶĐĞ
that in Italy would be totally accepted and people will laugh about the sentence that I said 
which was like  “you have a strange face ? 
 
Here, Federica made an assumption that a phrase she would use in this context in Italian would 
create a similar response if translated into English, and that her interlocutor would share her 
understanding. However, in the immediacy of dialogue, those assumptions were brought into 
question:  
 
ƐŚĞŽǀĞƌƌĞĂĐƚĞĚƚĞůůŝŶŐŵĞƚŚĂƚ/ƐŚŽƵůĚŶ ?ƚƐĂǇƚŚĞƐĞƚŚŝŶŐƐŚĞƌĨĂĐĞŝƐĂůƌŝŐŚƚ ?ĂŶĚƚŚĂƚƐŚĞ
ďƵŝůƚĐŽŶĨŝĚĞŶĐĞŝŶŚĞƌƐĞůĨĂŶĚƐŚĞĚŽĞƐŶ ?ƚǁĂŶƚĂŶǇŽŶĞƚŽƚĞůůƚŚŝƐ ?ĂŶĚ/ǁĂƐcompletely 
shocked because I just said this sentence that honestly was completely like if I say it to my 
friend my friend said  “ah yeah look at yours ? or ŚĞŽƌƐŚĞǁŽƵůĚŶ ?ƚŚĂǀĞƚĂŬĞŶƚŚĂƚ
ƐĞƌŝŽƵƐůǇ ? and then I realised and I said ǁŽǁ ? /ŵĞĂŶ/ ?ŵĂůŝŶŐƵŝƐƚĂŶĚƚŚŝƐ ŝƐǁŚĂƚ/ĚŝĚ/ 
caused a kind of miscommunication because she came up with this philosophical thing that 
ƐŚĞďƵŝůƚƵƉŚĞƌĐŽŶĨŝĚĞŶĐĞĂŶĚĚŽĞƐŶ ?ƚǁĂŶƚŵĞƚŽƚĞůůŚĞƌƚŚĂƚƐŚĞŚĂƐĂƐƚƌĂŶŐĞĨĂĐĞ ?ĂŶĚ
ƚŚĞŶ/ǁĂƐůŝŬĞŽŚŵǇŐŽĚǇŽƵŬŶŽǁ ?ĂŶĚ/ƌĞĂůŝƐĞĚƚŚĂƚŵĂǇďĞ/ǁĂƐǁĂůŬŝng one step more 
on that bridge 
 
Federica found herself in an unexpected and unpredictable position for which, as she recognised, she 
was partly, though not wholly, responsible. Perhaps an intercultural competence perspective would 
seek analysis of this incident with a view to repair strategies and avoidance of future 
misunderstanding, assuming the participants to be knowable as cultural beings, learning to tolerate 
each other as the autonomous, rational agents of Kantian tradition. However, Federica does not look 
for repair: her response is to apologise, but not push the point. From initially feeling that her friend 
 “overreacted ?, she moves to a position of concern for the pain she caused through her utterance, 
understanding that  “this is what I did ?; but at the same time she knows that she is not responsible 
  
fŽƌŚĞƌĨƌŝĞŶĚ ?ƐŝŶƚĞƌƉƌĞƚĂƚŝŽŶƐ ?ĂƐ after all, it was her friend who  “came up with this philosophical 
thing ? about her face and her confidence. She maintained a position of outsideness, reaching a new 
understanding of herself by seeing herself reflected through the other. And through her concern for 
the other qua other, indicated by her decision to leave the conversation be, Federica moved closer to 
creative understanding; she walked  “one step more on that bridge ?. This episode highlights the 
immanence and materiality of the self/other relatŝŽŶĂƐůŽĐĂƚĞĚŝŶƚŚĞƵƚƚĞƌĂŶĐĞ ?ĂŶĚ&ĞĚĞƌŝĐĂ ?Ɛ
deepening awareness of this is manifest in her understanding of the relationality and mutual 
responsibility of the self and the other in and for their interpretations. In seeing the self and the 
other find each other in her utterance, Federica was ideologically becoming  ? learning further about 
how to be with others in the world.  
As her time in the UK went on, &ĞĚĞƌŝĐĂ ?s learning became about finding ways in which she 
could  “still express being Italian with the English language ?. She was  “still walking that bridge ?, 
hoping to become  “ĂƉĞƌƐŽŶƚŚĂƚĚŽĞƐŶ ?ƚŐĞƚŝŶƚƌŽƵďůĞǁŚĞŶƐŚĞƐpeaks ?; a person who could be 
recognised as an Italian speaker of English, with  “ĂǀŽŝĐĞŵǇƐĞůĨĂƐǁĞůů ?ŵǇǁĂǇŽĨƐƉĞĂŬŝŶŐ
English ?. She saw developing her  “Italian way of speaking English ? as  “ƉĂƌƚŽĨĂďŝŐďŝŐƉƌŽũĞĐƚ ?/Ăŵ
Italian in the world ?, part of becoming a person with a complex and cosmopolitan identity who can 
engage interculturally while still speaking from a specifically located, embodied position; a person 
who inhabits borders. She was aware that the hard work she had already put in was part of an 
ongoing, unfinalisable process of growth:  “/ƚŚŝŶŬƚŚĂƚƚŚĞƌĞŝƐĂůŽŶŐůŽŶŐǁĂůŬ ?/ŬŶŽǁƚŚĂƚ/ǁĂůŬĞĚ
ůŽƚƐŽĨŵŝůĞƐĂůƌĞĂĚǇ ?ďƵƚ/ƐƚŝůůƚŚŝŶŬƚŚĂƚƚŚĞƌĞ ?ƐŵŽƌĞƚŽĚŽ ?. This process of ideological becoming, 
ŚĞƌ ‘ƐĞůĞĐƚŝǀĞĂƐƐŝŵŝůĂƚŝŽŶ ?ŽĨƚŚĞǁŽƌĚƐŽĨŽƚŚĞƌƐ, demonstrates how her language learning was 
inextricable from her intercultural learning. By  “being Italian with the English language ? she 
inhabited and worked the self/other boundary: she did not efface it by being transformed into 
something universal, but negotiated the particular within the universal by being  “Italian in the 
world ?. As Federica recognised, is it on the boundary that learning takes place  ? if the boundary is 
effaced, there is nothing to learn. For Federica, the boundary she inhabited through her language 
and intercultural learning opened up myriad possibilities for learning to be in the world:  
 
through English you can understand also the cultures thaƚ/ĐŽƵůĚŶ ?ƚƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚ ?I speak 
ǁŝƚŚƐŽŵĞďŽĚǇ/ĚŽŶ ?ƚŬŶŽǁĨƌŽŵǁŚĂƚĞǀĞƌĐŽƵŶƚƌǇ ? ĂŶĚǇŽƵĚŽŶ ?ƚƐƉĞĂŬƚŚĞŝƌůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞso 
ƚŚĞƉŽŝŶƚŽĨĐŽŵŵƵŶŝĐĂƚŝŽŶƚŚĞůŝŶŐƵĂĨƌĂŶĐĂŝƐŶŐůŝƐŚ ?ďƵƚǇŽƵĐĂŶƐƚŝůůĞǆƉƌĞƐƐǇŽƵƌ ?
ďĞŝŶŐ/ƚĂůŝĂŶǁŝƚŚƚŚĞŶŐůŝƐŚůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞ ?ĂŶĚ/ƚŚŝŶŬƚŚŝƐ ŝƐƌĞĂůůǇŝŶƚĞƌĞƐƚŝŶŐ ?ŝƚ ?ƐĂŵĞĂŶƐŝƚ ?Ɛ
not the end ŽĨĞǀĞƌǇƚŚŝŶŐŝƚ ?ƐĂĐƚƵĂůůǇthe start of everything  
 
Conclusion 
 
In this article I have presented a Bakhtinian analysis of the relationship between language and 
intercultural learning ?ĞǆĞŵƉůŝĨŝĞĚďǇ&ĞĚĞƌŝĐĂ ?ƐƐƚŽƌǇ. This analysis offers a relational perspective 
which demonstrates how the boundary between the self and the other is negotiated through 
language in an ongoing process of ideological becoming (Bakhtin, 1981). Through understanding the 
self/other boundary as dynamic and non-totalising, where self and other are interdependent yet 
must remain outside each other in order to move towards creative understanding, this perspective 
offers a response to a recent critique of the IC research field which calls for an expansion of 
philosophical perspectives in order to address the limitations of Kantian conceptualisations of 
  
intercultural competence and responsibility (Ferri, 2014; MacDonald & K ?ZĞŐĂŶ, 2013). This 
perspective demonstrates relationality rather than dichotomy, outsideness and creative 
understanding rather than oneness, and the fundamental importance of reciprocity. It recognises the 
 ‘ĐƌƵĐŝĂůƚĂƐŬŽĨŝŶƚĞƌĐƵůƚƵƌĂůƐƚƵĚŝĞƐ ? ?ƚŚĂƚŽĨŚŝŐŚůŝŐŚƚŝŶŐ ‘ƚŚĞƉƌŽĐĞƐƐƵĂůĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌŽĨĐŽŵŵƵŶŝĐĂƚŝŽŶ
as an activity that is  always situated and negotiated between speakers in both intercultural and 
intracƵůƚƵƌĂůƐŝƚƵĂƚŝŽŶƐ ? ?&Ğƌƌŝ ?2014, p. 10, citing Dervin, 2011). It offers a liminal, fluid, conceptually 
challenging understanding of people and cultures, which speaks to  ‘ƚŚĞĨĞĞůŝŶŐŽĨǁŚĂƚŝƚŝƐůŝŬĞ ?
moment by moment, to be living in a hyper-connected, multipolar/mƵůƚŝůĂƚĞƌĂůǁŽƌůĚ ? ?DĂƚƐƵŽ, 2015, 
p. 18).  
 However, this understanding can be difficult to grasp because of long-held, stable and 
familiar notions of the totality of territories, spaces and places. It contrasts sharply with 
conceptualisations of international students in HE discourse, where, in the very designation 
 “international ?, students are always already categorised and reified as cultural others. There is no 
ŝŶĚŝĐĂƚŝŽŶŝŶ&ĞĚĞƌŝĐĂ ?ƐƐƚŽƌǇƚŚĂƚƐŚĞĨĞĞůƐƐƵďũĞĐƚƚŽƚŚŝƐĚŽŵĞƐƚŝĐ ?ŝŶƚĞƌŶĂƚŝŽŶĂůĚŝĐŚŽƚŽŵǇŝŶŚĞƌ
university life, perhaps because in UK HE terms, she is an EU rather than an  “international ? student. 
Nevertheless, learning to live on the boundary was a long and difficult process for her; she still had to 
negotiate the  “reality ? of English in her UK student experience. Her story draws our attention to the 
borders, and to how these borders are created and reinforced in our practices, strategies and 
policies. Therefore, as HE practitioners, we must interrogate our beliefs, practices and policies for 
their conduciveness to genuine intercultural dialogue, particularly when internationalisation agendas 
are increasingly driven by economic imperatives (Robson, 2011) rather than a desire for 
 ‘ŝŶƚĞƌŶĂƚŝŽŶĂůƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚŝŶŐ ?ĂŶĚ ‘ůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐƚŽůŝǀĞƚŽŐĞƚŚĞƌ ? ?hE^K, 2014). I suggest that such 
interrogation would most usefully start with an examination of language: of the ontologies of 
language (Hall, 2013) underpinning the ways in which language is used and understood in policy, and 
of the language and communicative practices taking place among the participants subject to and 
engaging with these policies. Indeed, understanding language as practices enables us to move away 
from a view of language as a product  “owned ? by speakers from certain nation-states, and towards a 
view that all language users adapt, contribute to, and share in the language. If language practices are 
something we all do, it becomes a collective responsibility to pay attention to our own practices: to 
how we adapt to, accommodate, and employ our various linguistic resources with speakers of 
different language backgrounds and varieties, regardless of their national origin. Close attention to 
the language practices of all students, whether  “domestic ? or  “international ?,  “native ? or  “non-
native ? speakers, will illuminate the ways in which communication takes place, leading to deeper 
understanding of how processes enabling intercultural engagement are enacted, and representing a 
move towards genuinely reciprocal intercultural understanding (Harvey, 2015b; see also for 
suggestions as to how HE institutions might put linguistic hospitality into practice). This should also 
entail broadening the study of language in HE beyond HE as an academic setting (e.g., in the study of 
academic literacies) to include HE as a social setting. Federica says little of her academic experience 
at university, and yet her story of being an international student is  all about her learning  ? learning 
which has taken place chiefly through her social life. This social dimension of HE must be researched 
if we are to develop more in-depth anĚŚŽůŝƐƚŝĐƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚŝŶŐƐŽĨƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ? experiences and 
intercultural learning.   
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Finally, the reciprocity inherent in the Bakhtinian perspective I have presented here decrees 
that all participants have responsibility for communication, that all must put in the work in order for 
 “mutual enrichment ? to take place. In the UK, and doubtless in other HE contexts, we expect 
international students to understand their responsibilities in this regard, not only by learning and 
being appropriately proficient in English, but also by integrating with domestic students in order to 
make the most of their UK HE experience (Spencer-Oatey, Dauber, & Williams, 2014). However, we 
all face the challenge of intercultural communication; whether we are  “domestic ? or  “international ?, 
it is a shared responsibility. If HE is to internationalise responsibly, sustainably and ethically, we must 
all rise to this challenge: HE leadership must recognise and acknowledge the increasingly multilingual 
nature of their internationalising institutions, and provide language and intercultural training for all. 
This would not only send a welcoming message to international students, but would be of enormous 
benefit to domestic students, giving them opportunities for active language and intercultural learning 
and reflection. It would represent a genuine move towards a peaceful and sustainable global society, 
for which everyone has some share of responsibility, and in which we may all learn how to be with 
others in the world. 
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